commercial activity, and entrepreneurial innovation in the Dutch Republic, in Britain, in France, and in the US during the pivotal years of the Industrial Revolution is as refreshing as it is rewarding. McCloskey is a thorough historical scholar and a gifted writer. But I want to contend that she is able to persuade in her endeavor because she is a brilliant analytical economist. If she wasn't such a good economist, then her critique of the efforts by other economists to explain modern economic growth would be only so much "talk" about "talk" so to speak. But because she is a skilled economist, McCloskey is able to put "talk" at the center of her analytic narrative of modern economic growth and to do so convincingly. The Samuelsonian economists must be reminded of the Smithian political economy that came before, which is capable of transforming current practice precisely because it can explain more. Such an implicit endorsement of contrawhig history of ideas will run into serious resistance unless offered by a master economist.
1
If you do a Google Scholar search for D.N. McCloskey, then you will discover soon after references to her work on the rhetoric of economics, the impressive citation impact of her work on statistical significance, her work on applied price theory, and her work on the economic history of Britain. She often says jokingly that she spent the first half of her career developing the sort of "prudence only" explanations that she now rejects, but this actually is not that accurate of a description if you read closely her work on applied price theory. Yes, Max U is a central character in her earlier manifestation as an economist, but never as the only character. And, if you read her recent work closely you will see that as much as she might want to push the boundaries of her economics theorizing, she is an economist through and through.
2 The unifying theme throughout
McCloskey's work as an economist and economic historian are not only rational choice analytics and competitive market mechanics, but a deep and abiding appreciation for the gains from trade, the gains from innovation, and the gains from social cooperation under the division of labor. And, the unique institutional pre-requisites that are required to realize all these gains. But she is striving to place all of this human activity within its broader social and cultural context. She is situating activities within the environment of "talk" about those very activities.
McCloskey respects both Adam Smith's observation that man has a natural propensity to "truck, barter and exchange" and Thomas Hobbes's observation that life can indeed by "nasty, brutish and short" when man's propensity to rape, pillage and plunder is unchecked by either social convention or formal institutions of law and order.
Which human propensity is pursued will be a function of the broader social context (including not just the pattern of institutions that are defined and enforced, but the conversation that exists about the moral legitimacy of those institutions). In short, in
McCloskey's analytic narrative of the Industrial Revolution the idea that incentives matter can be found, but it isn't the main explanatory factor; and the idea that institutions matter can also be found, but again it isn't the main explanatory factor. Instead,
McCloskey stresses that "ideas matter"--and in particular the ideas that influence 2 My favorite economistic line in Bourgeois Dignity is: "If we abandon economic principles in our worrying about the environment, we can revert to $3 a day, and live in huts on a hillock in the woods by Walden Pond, depending on our friends in town to supply us with nails and books." (2010, 450) The tradeoffs that human actors must make due to the reality of scarcity, and the prices the rely on to guide them in making those trade-offs, and the profit and loss accounting which provides the critical feedback necessary for learning are all evident in McCloskey's thinking whether she is talking about history or contemporary affairs. To this reader, McCloskey's ever-present economist makes her critique of the alternative explanations of the Industrial Revolution that much more persuasive. She is not offering a non-economic critique of economistic explanations, but an economic critique of materialist explanations that do not put the human actor at the center of the story. political and popular "talk" about commercial life and entrepreneurial innovation. This set of human activities was attributed a sort of dignity that was unique to that time and place, and that explains the "take off". The ideas that emerged from the "talk" of 17 th century Dutch Republic, 18 th century Britain, and 19 th century France and the US explains the Industrial Revolution, its spread and its transformation of the modern world.
The rise of science contributed; the conflation of science, technological innovation, and commercial entrepreneurship contributed; the improvement of the quality of institutions that lowered the risk of appropriation contributed; the expansion of trade contributed;
BUT the cause was a widespread and significant shift in public opinion about the life and activities of the bourgeoisie that unleashed all those contributing factors to produce the Industrial Revolution and change the course of modern history. Modernity is a blessing, not a curse. The village was not a place of harmony, but one of conflict, murder, rape, and theft. Commercial life, on the other hand, civilized man and provided mankind with amazing material means to pursue ends from the highest ideals to the basest of desires. Capitalism, she argues, does not need to be radically modified, let alone abolished, for it to be moral. "In a fallen world," she wrote, "the bourgeois life is not perfect. But it's better than any alternatives." (2006, choice since she focuses on the rhetoric and the active "talk", but basically she is arguing that when commercial activity is not only legitimated, but applauded, by the people (including but not limited to the elites) in any specific society at any specific time, then the mechanics of economic development will be unleashed. In other words, the cause of economic development is ideas that give dignity to the bourgeoisie, while the various mechanisms through which economic development is realized are unleashed due to shifts in ideas. As McCloskey goes to great pains to point out, the timing and the historical specifics do not align to simply rely on the mechanisms alone to tell the story of modern economic growth. But a documented shift in ideas in each of the particular national circumstances does, and the same can be seen she argues in the contemporary world when we look at China and India. When the ancient virtues of the warrior are supplanted by the commercial virtues of the bourgeoisie, economic growth follows. Modern civilization is a consequence of ideas, and its biggest threat is ideas. This is why the 5 "In 1776 Adam Smith," McCloskey (2010, 397) Keynes (1936, 383) on the power of ideas to shape the world in which we live:
The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back. (emphasis added) "Language," Mises (1949, 177) wrote, "is a tool of thinking as it is a tool of social action." Beliefs and expectations give rise to actions, and actions result in consequences.
And, all of human action takes place within social and cultural contexts. The problem with modern Samuelsonian economics is that it has proceeded as if man is disembodied McCloskey not only contributes to our scholarly understanding in a significant way by tackling one of the great mysteries of the sciences of man -the Rise of the West--but joins the contemporary battle of ideas with her multi-volume works on capitalism.
When bourgeois virtues do not thrive, she documents, the results are very sad indeed for the people. This point about the importance of ideas to shape the world is worthy of several volumes of writings, and hours of lectures to make sure the message is effectively communicated -who and what societies attribute in their "talk" are to be dignified and granted liberty to matters for human welfare. When the bourgeoisie are accorded dignity and liberty, the least advantaged among us are made significantly better off and the society as a whole achieves a level of material well-being that seems impossible to our ancestors. McCloskey's task is two-fold: we have to cultivate in our broader culture a new "talk" about the bourgeoisie, commercial life, and entrepreneurial innovation; and, we have to reorient political economy and historical scholarship away from an exclusive focus on resources and ruthless efficiency and towards the humanistic science of man "that honors number and word, interest and rhetoric, behavior and meaning" (2010, 450) must be praised and encouraged ---and accorded the dignity and liberty of inquiry that will encourage such scientific and scholarly entrepreneurship among contemporary economists and political economists.
Congratulations to Deirdre McCloskey for another amazing contribution, and I for one cannot wait for the Bourgeois Re-Evaluation to appear in print and to continue her
